How to use abdominal X-rays in preterm infants suspected of developing necrotising enterocolitis.
Necrotising enterocolitis (NEC) in preterm babies is a serious gastrointestinal emergency with potentially devastating consequences. Prompt and accurate diagnosis continues to be a challenge for health professionals. Early identification of clinical warning signs is extremely important, but the diagnosis relies heavily on the interpretation of abdominal radiographs. Postgraduate training of paediatricians and neonatologists in neonatal abdominal radiography is scarce, and there is variability of radiological input to neonatal services. Lack of a standardised approach and descriptive terminology for interpretation may result in inadequate communication between clinical and surgical teams, inaccurate diagnosis, inappropriate treatment, and unnecessary cessation of feeds and transfers to surgical units. This paper offers a guide designed for the doctor who on a busy night shift needs to interpret an abdominal radiograph and decide on a differential diagnosis of NEC in a preterm baby. It helps to provide structure and standardisation to interpretation of radiological signs using a comprehensive but simple method to support the clinical diagnosis. Our aim is to enhance the correct diagnosis of NEC.